assumption seems shared by researchers and the public alike. When I interviewed potential PLoS employees, I was struck that applicants for nonscientific positions had rarely tried to read a scientific paper, even if they had studied every other part of the PLoS website. I considered creating two portals to the PLoS journals -one for scientists and one for nonscientists -both leading to the same information.
What can we do? Andrew Murray, in an essay published in Current Biology (Murray, 1995) , urged scientists to learn how to describe their research to their mothers and to the people sitting next to them on an airplane. He writes, "Explaining what science is and why we do it is the only way to reduce the credibility gap between scientists and non-scientists… The only way out is to explain to the public what we're doing now, tell them how much we still don't understand, and give our best guess about where today's knowledge will lead. By fulfilling these obligations, we can show Joe and Josephine the beauty that captivates us. More importantly, we can help them make informed decisions about the social and political questions that science and its applications create. "
Although I love the image of being seated next to Sarah Palin on my next flight to Alaska and having the opportunity to incite her enthusiasm for research using model organisms, we need more than the chance opportunities presented by plane travel and family dinners to help both our legislators and the public understand and appreciate science. As a community, we need to learn from high-caliber science journalists -in the USA, people like Nicholas Wade and his colleagues at the New York Times or Joe Palka and Ira Flatow of National Public Radio -who have spent their careers sharing their enthusiasm for science with the general public. I encourage scientific journal editors to strive to make science more accessible, perhaps by adding 'lay summaries' (such as the translational impact box in DMM, and the editor's or author's summaries and synopses in the PLoS journals) to help a broader audience understand the research that they publish. In addition, through the establishment of science education partnerships that bring researchers into public schools, training programs for teachers, public lectures and science cafés, we can all begin to share what we know in a language that nonscientists understand. The website hosted by the Coalition on the Public Understanding of Science (COPUS, www.copusproject.org) links to a number of these projects. With the support of the public policy committees of our scientific societies, more and more of us are visiting our representatives, explaining what we do and what matters to us. I urge you to get involved; just a few of the relevant websites are provided at the end of this editorial.
It relieves me that someone who appreciates the value of the research published in DMM is about to be sworn in as President of the USA. But the responsibility is more ours than his to ensure a public understanding of science. It is up to each of us to help all the Sarah Palins of this world, and all the Joe the Taxpayers behind them, understand and appreciate the value of all kinds of research, both within and beyond our borders. I kid you not.
